Is obesity protective against wound healing complications in pilon surgery? Soft tissue envelope and pilon fractures in the obese.
Open treatment of pilon fractures is associated with wound healing complications. A traumatized, limited soft tissue envelope contributes to wound healing complications. Obese patients have larger soft tissue envelopes around the ankle, theoretically providing a greater area for energy distribution and more accommodation to implants. This led us to test 2 hypotheses: (1) ankle dimensions in obese patients are larger than in lean patients, and (2) the increased soft tissue envelope volume translates into fewer wound complications. A consecutive series of 176 pilon fractures treated from March 2002 to December 2007 were retrospectively reviewed. Inclusion criteria were adults who received a preoperative computed tomography (CT) scan and were treated with a staged protocol including plating. Patients with body mass index (BMI) >30 were compared to those with BMI <30 for CT-derived ankle dimensions and wound complications. Comorbidities were evaluated for their role as potential confounders. Thirty-one fractures in obese patients were compared to 83 in lean patients. The average ratio of bone area to soft tissue area at the tibial plafond was 0.35 for the obese group and 0.38 for the lean group (P=.012). There were 8 major wound-healing complications. Four occurred in the obese group (incidence 13%), and 4 in the lean group (incidence 5%) (P=.252). Ankle dimensions in clinically obese patients are larger than in lean patients. Obesity does not appear to be protective of wound-healing complications, but rather there is a trend toward the opposite.